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From the perspective of social status and prestige, a classroom setting is one of the most challenging 
situations an adolescent pupil can encounter in his daily school life. In this context, when a pupil wants 
to be valued by his peers and his teacher, he needs to meet the behavioural and linguistic expectations 
of both. The teacher might expect traditional prestigious language, i.e. standard language use in the 
classroom. However, since adolescents associate the standard generally “with education, institutional 
affiliation, homogeneity and conservatism” (Eckert, 2003, p. 113), attributes normally not connected 
with adolescents’ social groups, they also need to make use of non-standard linguistic resources to 
demonstrate peer group solidarity. In this paper, I will demonstrate how the subtle mixing of 
prestigious and non-prestigious (or “new-prestigious”) linguistic resources can help pupils gain social 
prestige inside the classroom.  
This holds true especially for the particular group of pupils I am investigating in my PhD-research. In a 
sociolinguistic-ethnographic study of pupils’ language use and attitudes at a school for general 
secondary education in Flemish Belgium, I focus on 37 high-achieving, mono-ethnically Flemish, white 
pupils of 16 and 17 years old. Most of these pupils prepare for university or university college, which 
means that they need to affiliate with the school institution, and thus use the school language (i.e. 
Standard Dutch), to a certain degree. In other words, abstaining completely from using the school 
language in the classroom in order to portray in-group solidarity with their peers, is not an option for 
these pupils, given that it could stand in the way of their (future) academic success. 
Using a detailed interactional analysis (cf. Rampton, 2010) of selected fragments of classroom 
communication, I will demonstrate how one boy is particularly proficient in mixing standard and non-
standard linguistic features in the classroom and consequently in gaining social prestige from both his 
teachers and his peers. This “mixing” should be taken literally, since the boy is not simply directing 
standard and non-standard features to the teacher and his peers respectively. In some cases, the use 
of officially prestigious language helps the boys align with his fellow pupils more than with the teacher. 
Furthermore, the linguistic behaviour of the boy in the classroom is contrasted with that of two girls, 
who seem less competent in connecting themselves linguistically with the teacher and their friends 
simultaneously. Their linguistic behaviour results in social prestige giving by either the teacher or the 
social group, but not by both.  
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